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Poucher: The John's Committee: A Historiographic Essay

The Johns Committee: A Historiographic Essay
byJudith G. Poucher

Editor's Note: The four pieces included in this section of
the Florida Historical Quarterly highlight scholarship related
to the Johns Committee (Florida Legislative Investigation
Committee). Established in 1956, the Johns Committee
was created by the Florida Legislature to investigate
individuals and groups deemed subversive. Readers of
the historiographic essay and the three reviews also may
want to read Karen Graves, "Confronting a 'Climate of
Raucous and Carnival Invasion': The AAUW Takes on the
Johns Committee," FHQ 85, no. 2 (Fall 2006): 154-176
and Judith G. Poucher, "Raising Her Voice: Ruth Perry,
Activist andJournalistfor the Miami NAACP," FHQ85, no.
4 (Spring 2006): 517-540.

more Johns Committee sources become available m
both traditional and online format, scholars can benefit
rom an analysis of key primary and secondary sources
on the Committee. This essay examines the evolution of Johns
Committee historiography, originating with Steven F. Lawson and
followed by the works of James Schnur, Stacy Braukman, Judith
Poucher, and Karen L. Graves. The latter four authors are the only
scholars who have written both book-length studies and articles
solely on the Committee. The essay concludes with a review of
recent developments inJohns Committee histori-0graphy.

k

-

Judith G. Poucher is a retired Professor of History at Florida State College in
Jacksonville. She is the author of State of Defiance: Challengi,ng the johns Committee's
Assault on Civil Liberties (2014).
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Steven F. Lawson's essay, "The Florida Legislative Investigation
Committee and the Constitutional Readjustment of Race Relations,
1956--1963," 1 was the first published scholarship on the Johns
Committee. Appearing in 1989, his essay was preceded by a
master's thesis completed by his University of South Florida (USF)
graduate student, Bonnie Stark, in 1985. 2 Although her thesis
was written before the Johns Committee Papers were unsealed
in 1993, Stark's interviews with several of the Committee's key
players, including Chair Charley Johns and Chief Investigator R. J.
Strickland, give unique value to her work. Lawson also wrote his
essay before the Committee's Papers were opened, but he used the
Florida Bar Association's archive, which includedJohns Committee
transcripts and other documents on the National Association for the
Advancement for Colored People (NAACP). Lawson's seminal essay
focused on the NAACP's legal battle against the Johns Committee,
fought first in Miami and eventually in a 1963 U.S. Supreme Court
case. Lawson also explored the significance of the case: that the
Supreme Court's ruling gave the Constitutional right of associational
privacy higher standing than a state's right to investigate. 3
Johns Committee scholars will always be indebted to James
Schnur, also Lawson's student, who worked with local legislators to
unseal the Committee's Papers in 1993. Meticulously researched,
Schnur's 1995master's thesis was thefirststudytouse the Committee's
records and is the only full history of the Committee to focus equally
on the various groups targeted by the Johns Committee. Schnur
also examined the socio-political climate that both produced the
Committee and ended it. Despite being unpublished and almost
twenty years old, his master's thesis is still the benchmark for quality
Johns Committee research because of his wide, yet in-depth use of
key primary sources. 4 Foremost among Schnur's major primary
sources are the Johns Committee Records. 5 Schnur also made
1

2

3
4

5

Steven F. Lawson, "The Florida Legislative Investigation Committee and the
Constitutional Readjustment of Race Relations, 1956-1963," in An Uncertain
Tradition: Constitutionalism and the History of the South, ed. Kermit L. Hall and
James W. Ely, Jr. (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 1989), 296-325.
Bonnie Stark, "McCarthyism in Florida: Charley Johns and the Florida
Legislative Investigation Committee, July 1956 to July 1965" (MA thesis,
University of South Florida, 1985).
Lawson, "Florida," 319, 306-315.
James Schnur, "Cold Warriors in the Hot Sunshine: The Johns Committee's
Assault on Civil Liberties in Florida, 1956-1965" (MA thesis, University of
South Florida, 1995).
Florida Legislative Investigation Committee, Records, RG 940, State Archives
of Florida, Tallahassee.
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ample use of many other archival sources, including, at USF, the
papers of President John Allen, USF Public Information Director
John Egerton, Miami NAACP officer Ruth Perry, and Florida
NAACP field secretary Robert Saunders. USF's University Archives
files on the Committee were a major source for Schnur as well. 6 He
also used key sources from the University of Florida (UF), including
the NAACP Papers, UF's American Association of University
Professors (AAUP) chapter records, and Papers of UF professor
Sig Diettrich and President]. Wayne Reitz. 7 Schnur utilized files
from both UF's and Florida State University's (FSU's) University
Archives as well. 8 Making good use of the State Archives of Florida,
Schnur, an archivist himself, found some missingJohns Committee
files in the Clerk of the House of Representatives Papers. 9 He
utilized other state documents also, including Correspondence by
Governors Collins and Johns and the Journal of the Senate, 10 among
others. Other primary sources figure prominently in Schnur's
work, including interviews and contemporary news accounts from
major Florida newspapers 11 (plus the UF Alligator, the FSU Flambeau,
and the USF Grade) and from the national gay publication, ONE. 12

6

7

8

9
10

11
12

John Allen Papers, University of South Florida Library, Tampa; John Egerton
Papers; Ruth Perry Papers; and Robert and Helen Saunders Papers, all at
the University of South Florida Library, Tampa. USF also holds interviews
of Robert Saunders in its Florida Studies Collection, available at ~
scholarcommons.usf.edu / flstud oh / (accessed July 24, 2014) . See also Lewis
Mayhew, ed. , Intellectual Tone for a State University (Tampa: University of South
Florida, 1981) , 1-28.
National Association for the Advancement of Colored People Papers, Part III,
Series C; American Association of University Professors, University of Florida
Chapter Records; Sigismond deRudesheim Diettrich Papers; and ]. Wayne
Reitz Papers, all at the University of Florida Library, Gainesville .
See also ACLU of Florida Papers, 1955-1981; and the William E. Carleton
Papers, both at the University of Florida Library; Doak S. Campbell, "A
University in Transition," Florida State University Studies no . 40 (1964); and
Faculty Dead Files, Florida State University Library, Tallahassee.
Clerk of the House of Representatives Papers, RG 920, State Archives of
Florida.
Governor Leroy Collins, Correspondence, RG 102, State Archives of Florida;
Governor Dan McCarty and Governor Charley Johns~ Correspondence, RG
102, State Archives of Florida; Florida Legislature, journal of the Senate. See
in particular the years 1949 through 1957 (biannually) and the extraordinary
session of 1956.
These include the Jacksonville Florida Times-Union, Miami Herald, Orlando
Sentinel, St. Petersburg Times, Tallahassee Democrat, and the Tampa Tribune, among
others.
Many articles from ONE are re-printed in Jim Kepner, Rough News, Daring Views:
1950s Pioneering Gay Press journalism (New York: Haworth Press, 1998) .
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Schnur set a high research standard for the three scholars that
would follow him.
Schnur synthesized themes from his thesis and examined
the Johns Committee's targeting of gays across Florida in "Closet
Crusaders: The Johns Committee and Homophobia, 1956-1965,"
published in 1997. Schnur also analyzed the Committee's various
definitions of homosexuality, Committee tactics, and how it viewed
its role in preserving the status quo in a conservative, heterosexual,
Communist-fearing society. 13
Having evolved from examining the legal impact of the Johns
Committee to chronicling its full history, Committee historiography
took another turn in 1999. As foreshadowed two years earlier in
Schnur's essay, Stacy Braukman (yet another Lawson student)
completed her dissertation on the Johns Committee's interweaving
of communism, sexuality, and race. Braukman delved further
into issues raised in Schnur's essay, particularly the Committee's
extension of the Cold War term, "subversive," to encompass not
only communists but also homosexuals and civil rights activists.
Although she devoted chapters to the committee's pursuit of
the NAACP and the investigation of USF, most of Braukman 's
dissertation focused on the Committee's campaign against gays
and lesbians. 14 She also published an article in Feminist Studies
that centered on how the Johns Committee conflated gay men
and lesbians into a political enemy, seeing them as mentally ill,
hypersexual predators, and criminals. As an example, Braukman
examined the Committee's interrogation of former residents and
a teacher at the Florida Industrial School for Girls, a reform school
in Ocala. Braukman found that the essence of the questions posed
by Committee investigators underscored the stereotype of lesbians
as unstable, oversexed, predatory scofflaws. 15
Braukman, whose work was more narrowly focused than
Schnur's, used fewer primary sources. From the State Archives
of Florida, she used, in addition to the Johns Committee Papers
and the Clerk of the House of Representative Papers, Governor
13
14

15

James Schnur, "Closet Crusaders: The Johns Committee and Homophobia,
1956-1965," in Carryin' On in the Gay and Lesbian South, ed. John Howard (New
York: New York University Press, 1997), 132-163.
Stacy Braukman, "Anticommunism and the Politics of Sex and Race in Florida,
1954-1965" (PhD diss., University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, 1999).
Stacy Braukman, "'Nothing Else Matters But Sex': Cold War Narratives of
Deviance and the Search for Lesbian Teachers in Florida, 1959-1963," Feminist
Studies 27 (Fall 2001): 553-576.
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Leroy Collins' Correspondence and the Florida Department of
Education Records. 16 Braukman also utilized resources from USF
(including the Allen and Egerton Papers) as well as UF, including
both the Diettrich and Reitz Papers and other documents from
the University Archives.17 Like Schnur, she also -made use of the
NAACP Papers and contemporary news accounts from most of the
newspapers used by Schnur as well as ONE magazine.
Two years after Braukman's article was published, Johns
Committee historiography took another turn with the work of
Judith Poucher. Her essay, "One Woman's Courage: Ruth Perry
and the Johns Committee," took Committee studies into the area
of biographical scholarship. Perry was a Miami NAACP officer,
and Poucher showed that Perry blatantly defied the Committee
through her work as a journalist and her testimony during the
Johns Committee hearings. 18 In 2006, Poucher examined Perry's
other activist work for the NAACP and her growth as a civil rights
journalist in "Raising Her Voice: Ruth Perry, Activist and Journalist
for the Miami NAACP." Published in the Florida Historical Quarterly
(FHQ) the essay continued Poucher's biographical approach to
Committee historiography. 19
In the same year, the FHQ also published the work of Karen
L. Graves, who analyzed the Committee from the standpoint of its
impact on education. Her essay contrasted the American Association
of University Women's (AAUW) response to the Johns Committee's
USF investigation with the reaction of the USF chapter of the AAUP.
Graves showed that, while AAUP committees studied professors'
rights and issued legal guidelines but did not openly challenge the
Committee, the AAUW investigated and publicized the Committee's
abuse of power and violation of its mandate, seeking openly to
dismantle the Committee. 20 In 2007, Graves' essay, "Doing the
Public's Business: Florida's Purge of Gay and 1"esbian Teachers, 195916
17
18

19
20

Florida Department of Education Records, State Archives of Florida.
See Records of the American Association of University Professors, Florida
chapter, and Gene Baro Papers, both in the University of Florida Library.
Judith Poucher, "One Woman's Courage: Ruth Perry and the Johns
Committee," in Making Waves: Female Activists in Twentieth Century Florida, ed.
Jack E. Davis and Kari Frederickson (Gainesville: University Press of Florida,
2003)' 229-249.
Judith Poucher, "Raising Her Voice : Ruth Perry, Activist andJournalist for the
Miami NAACP," Florida Historical Quarterly 84, no. 4 (Spring 2006): 517-540.
Karen Graves, "Confronting a 'Climate of Raucous and Carnival Invasion': The
AAUW Takes on the Johns Committee," Florida Historical Quarterly 85, no. 2
(Fall 2006): 154-176.
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1964," appeared in Educational Studies. Looking at the roles played
by the Johns Committee, the Florida Department of Education, the
Florida Education Association, and the state supreme court, Graves
demonstrated how oppression of gays and lesbians became a form
of institutionalized state homophobia. In doing so, she showed how
the Committee's legacy restricted the lives of gays and lesbians long
after the Johns Committee's demise. 21
As is often the case with scho_lars, Graves developed her work
into a book-length study, published in 2009 as And They Were
Wonderful Teachers: Florida's Purge of Gay and Lesbian Teachers. The
book analyzed the reactions of interrogated teachers, contrasted
the NAACP and USF investigations with the interrogations
of schoolteachers, analyzed the turf war between the Johns
Committee and the Department of Education, and definitively
set the Committee's witch hunt for teachers within the context
of educational history. Ultimately, Graves argued, freeing gay and
lesbian teachers from oppression will also be a major step toward
ending homophobia throughout American society. 22
Graves' scholarship, focusing on the impact of the Johns
Committee on education, uses a narrower variety of primary sources
in contrast to Schnur and Braukman. Surprisingly, Graves' book
does not have a bibliography. She used the Johns Committee Papers
but not the Clerk of the House Papers or the Governor Collins
Correspondence utilized by the three other authors. However,
like Braukman, Graves used Florida Department of Education
Records. Unlike the other three authors, Graves employed the
Broward Culpepper Papers and the Education in Florida series,
both housed at UF as well as Superintendent Thomas Bailey's
Papers at the University of West Florida. 23 She also used the Florida
Education Association Papers from the State Archives. 24 At USF,
she used the Papers of Representative Terrell Sessums, Egerton,
Perry, and the AAUW. 25 In regard to interviews, she used the USF
Silver Anniversary Oral History Series and interviewed Margaret
21
22
23

24
25

Karen Graves, "Doing the Public's Business: Florida's Purge of Gay and Lesbian
Teachers, 1959-1964," EducationalStudies41, no. I (2007): 7-32.
Karen Graves, And They Were Wonderful Teachers: Florida sPurge of Gay and Lesbian
Teachers (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2009) .
J. Broward Culpepper Papers and "Education in Florida" Series, both in the
University of Florida Library; Thomas D. Bailey Papers, University of West
Florida Library, Pensacola.
Florida Education Association Papers, State Archives of Florida.
Terrell Sessums Papers and American Association of University Women Papers,
both in the University of South Florida Library, Tampa.
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Fisher. 26 In addition to ONE, Graves also used most of the major
Florida newspapers but not the UF Alligator or the USF Oracle.
By 2012, Stacy Braukman had also expanded her dissertation
as well as her article into a well-written book, bringing Johns
Committee historiography back to an earlier focus on gay history.
After covering the Committee's assault on the NAACP, Braukman
examined the Committee's hunt for gays and lesbians at UF, the
Committee's lengthy statewide battle against gays and lesbians, and
the USF investigation and its aftermath. She ultimately argued that
the South's Red Scare, continuing even after McCarthyism was in
decline nationally, helped to link the conservatism of the Cold War
era with the culture wars of the New Right in the 1970s and beyond.
Braukman also compared Anita Bryant's 1977 anti-gay campaign
with the Johns Committee witch hunts, showing that many of the
Committee's ideas about gay and lesbian teachers reappeared not
only in Bryant's evangelical rants but also in later Moral Majority
rhetoric. 27
The most recent turn in Johns Committee's historiography has
actually been a return, in this case to the biographical approach
to Committee studies. In State of Defiance: Challenging the Johns
Committee's Assault on Civil Liberties ( 2014), Poucher, like Graves
and Braukman, developed and expanded her prior work. In this
collective biography, each chapter is a chronicle of defiance: the
story of a Floridian who refused to cooperate with the Committee.
Beginning with Virgil Hawkins' nine-year battle to integrate UF
Law School and continuing with the story of Ruth Perry, the
book then shifts to the gay witch hunts at UF, where professor
Sig Diettrich sacrificed his career rather than cooperate with
the Johns Committee. The book also includes the story of G. G.
Mock, a lesbian bartender who refused to name names and was
sent to prison. The last Floridian featured is Margaret Fisher, a
USF professor and administrator who confused and frustrated the
Committee but gave her inquisitors no significant information.
Poucher argues that the cumulative defiance by these five Floridians
was part of a groundswell of opposition that eventually put an end
to the Johns Committee. 28

26
27
28

Silver Anniversary Oral History Series, University of South Florida.
Stacy Braukman, Communists and Perverts under the Palms: The johns Committee in
Florida (Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 2012).
Judith Poucher, State ofDefiance: Challenging the johns Committee's Assault on Civil
Liberties (Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 2014).
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Poucher's scholarship used many archival sources in addition
to the Johns Committee and Clerk of the House Papers. Among
state documents, she used the Correspondence of Governors
Collins and Johns, the Journal of the Senate, and the Allen Morris
Collection. 29 At FSU, Poucher utilized the Morris Papers as well as
the Jackson Ice Papers, a series of interviews by Ice with local civil
rights activists and state officials of the mid-1950s. 30 At UF, Poucher
employed the Diettrich and Reitz Papers, records of the UF
chapter of the AAUP, and files from the University Archives. 31 She
used the Papers of Allen, Egerton, Perry, Saunders, and Margaret
Fisher at USF, in addition to the Johns Committee files within both
the Allen and Egerton Papers. 32 Poucher also utilized the NAACP
Papers as well as the President George Gore Papers from Florida
Agricultural and Mechanical University. 33 She used a number of
interview sources, including the Dubin interviews (housed with the
Florida Law Review) and the Proctor Oral History Series, both at UF,
as well as USF's Silver Anniversary Oral History Series. 34 She also
interviewed Ruth Perry's daughter, Robert Saunders, G. G. Mock,
and Margaret Fisher. Finally, in addition to the UF Alligator and the
USF Oracle, Poucher utilized all of the major Florida newspapers for
contemporary accounts and employed articles from ONE as well.
Developments in Johns Committee studies in recent years saw
the opening of Margaret Fisher's papers in 2008. Housed at USF,
the files contain a wealth of primary source material, including
Fisher's lecture notes, photos, a self-study from her undergraduate
years, awards, programs from a variety of conferences for which she

29

Allen Morris Collection, State Library of Florida, Tallahassee. Morris was a
political columnist and clerk of the House of Representatives for twenty years.
30 . Allen Morris Papers and Jackson Ice Papers, both in the Florida State University
Library.
31 American Association of University Professors; University of Florida Chapter
Papers, University of Florida Library. See also University of Florida, College of
Business Administration Archives, University of Florida Library.
32 Margaret Fisher Papers, University of South Florida Library, Tampa.
33 George W. Gore Papers, Black Archives, Florida A & M University Library,
Tallahassee .
34 The Dubin interviews (transcripts in the files of the Florida Law Review at the
University of Florida) include Virgil Hawkins' niece; his attorney, Horace Hill;
and Robert Saunders. The Proctor Series includes Leroy Collins, Charley
Johns, and Frances (Mrs.J. Wayne) Reitz, as well as some University of Florida
faculty and staff. The University of South Florida's Silver Anniversary interviews
include Grace Allen, Charles Arnade, Margaret Fisher, and other faculty and
administrators.
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was often a presenter, correspondence, course files, her dissertation
manuscript, her curriculum vitae, and a list of her publications. 35
In recent years, both the State Archives of Florida and UF
have made a few Johns Committee documents available online.
Those documents include the Committee's 1961 transcript on
the Southern Conference Educational Fund; 1964 investigative
reports on meetings of both the Southern Christian Leadership
Conference and the Ku Klux Klan (written by the Committee's
undercover agent); the Johns Committee 's infamous "Purple
Pamphlet" (officially titled "Homosexuality and Citizenship in
Florida") from 1964; and the Johns Committee's 1965 report on
racial unrest in St. Augustine. 36
The year 2012 saw the entrance of the University of Central
Florida (UCF) into the field of Johns Committee historiography.
First, honors students under the direction of history professor
Robert Cassanello and film professor Lisa Mills produced an
award-winning documentary, The Committee. 37 Students interviewed
Graves and Poucher, among others, for the film. This is the third
documentary on the Johns Committee, preceded by Dark Legacy,
produced in 1994 by WFSU Television (the Tallahassee PBS
affiliate), and by Behind Closed Doors, Alison Beutke's 1999 film
produced at UF. 38 After the UCF documentary was completed in
2012, Lisa Mills began work on a Johns Committee website. 39 She
plans to place the UCF documentary on the site as well as interview
excerpts. Mills will also post documents from the Committee's
files, including some transcripts. 40 Most of these documents will be
available to the general public for the first time in digital format.
What does the future hold forJohns Committee historiography?
Certainly such resources as USF's Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, and
Transgender History and Women's History Collections, 41 as well as
35
36

37

38
39
40
41

Fisher Papers, passim.
Available respectively at www.ufdc.ufl.edu; www.floridamemory.com; and (for
both the Purple Pamphlet and St. Augustine report) http: / / palmm.fcla.edu
(all accessed July 2 4, 2014) .
The Committee. Dir. and Prod. by Robert Cassanello and Lisa Mills. 2011. UCF's
Regional Initiative for Collecting the History, Experiences, and Stories of
Central Florida. 30 mins. http:/ / ucfjcdocfilm.tumblr.com/ (accessed July 24,
2014) .
Dark Legacy, Dir. by Chris Thompson. 1994; Behind Closed Doors, Dir. Alison
Beutke. 1999.
See http: //riches.cah.ucf.edu/ committee/ (accessedJuly 24, 2014).
Lisa Mills, e-mail to author, June 5, 2013.
Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, and Transgender History Collection and Women's
History Collection, both in the University of South Florida Library, Tampa.
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the university's Silver Anniversary Oral History Series, will continue
to provide ample resources for ongoing projects. The same is true
of UF's Proctor Oral History Series. Such an online presence for
Johns Committee sources bodes well for Committee scholarship,
as does greater student involvement. Just as Johns Committee
historiography began with professor Steven Lawson, continued
with his students, and progresses with UCF students today, so
Committee scholarship could continue to be a result of teacherstudent collaboration.
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Communists and Perverts under the Palms: The johns Committee in
Florida, 1956-1965. By Stacy Braukman. (Gainesville: University
Press of Florida, 2012. Acknowledgements, photographs,
notes, bibliography, notes. Pp. xiii, 272. $69.95 cloth.)
Stacy Braukrnan's history of the Florida Legislative Investigation
Committee (FLIC) serves not only to recount the complex narrative
of the state legislative committee that emerged in response to the
Brown v. Board of Education Supreme Court decisions. In detailing
the committee's trajectory from a stance of massive resistance
to an all-encompassing defense of conservative cultural values,
Braukrnan makes the case that the Johns Committee (named for
state senator Charley Johns) employed a vocabulary and fashioned
strategies that would resurface in late-twentieth-century New Right
discourse on political, racial, and sexual subversion. Tracing the
connections the Florida committee drew between communism,
white supremacy, and homosexuality affords Braukrnan a platform
for analyzing a paradigm of a conservative ideology that stretched
beyond the Cold War.
Communists and Perverts under the Palms is the most
comprehensive treatment of the Johns Committee, making it
essential reading for those interested in this intriguing aspect of
Florida history. Braukman presents the work in chronological
style, from the 1956 origins of the committee to its 1965 demise
in chapters that coordinate with biennial se~sions of the Florida
Legislature. An epilogue focuses on the 1977 campaign to rescind
an antidiscrimination ordinance in Dade County, infamously
connected to Anita Bryant and a pivotal point in the national gay
rights movement.
The initial concern of the FLIC was to stall desegregation
by investigating the NAACP. The committee held hearings in
1957 and 1958 regarding an ongoing desegregation case at the
University of Florida law school, a bus boycott in Tallahassee, and
school desegregation in Miami. But it ran into a legal roadblock
when it demanded access to NAACP membership records in an
ill-fated effort to expose communist influence in the civil rights
organization. The maneuver tied up the FLIC in courts until 1963,
when the U.S. Supreme Court sided with the NAACP. The Johns
Committee's interest in homosexuality began in 1958 with an
undercover investigation at the University of Florida. As Braukman
notes, " [ t] he use of homosexuals as a political target in Florida
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had ominous consequences for gay teachers and students during
the years that followed" (74). Scores were expelled and lost their
teaching credentials. Buoyed by the election of Governor C. Farris
Bryant, who proved a better ideological fit with the FLIC than his
predecessor, the Johns Committee took up new lines of investigation
in the 1960s. The committee collaborated with the Florida
Children's Commission to root out obscenity, pornography, and
homosexuality; it took aim at these issues along with communism
and general teaching practices at the University of South Florida in
a wide-ranging 1962 investigation; it kept an eye on demonstrations
in St. Augustine and Gainesville that characterized a new phase
in the civil rights movement and gathered information on peace
activists who protested the proliferation of nuclear weapons. In
1964 the Johns Committee miscalculated the impact of its release
of Homosexuality and Citizenship in Florida, a report that offended
many citizens. No attempt was made to extend the committee's
charter during the 1965 session of the legislature.
Braukman distinguishes her work from other scholarship on
the FLIC, by approaching the evidence with an emphasis on the
committee's perspective. She explains, "[t]o a certain extent we
must take the committee at its word" regarding fears of political
subversion and sexual perversion (12). Her goal is "to understand
the committee's agenda and its supporters' views of a changing
world in order to explain why its _mission resonated during and
beyond its lifetime ... " (15). Braukman claimed this conceptual
ground in her 1999 dissertation, leaving others to analyze the
impact of the Johns Committee's actions on its targets.
Braukman is adept at drawing from archival materials that
support the primary research for this book, and effectively places
her study in the context of the historiography on massive resistance,
segregation, anti-communism, and sexuality. Her contribution to
this literature is clear. First, her analysis highlights the centrality
of sexuality in the volatile political landscape regarding other
twentieth-century social issues: desegregation, civil rights, juvenile
delinquency, and obscenity. Second, Braukman brings her skill as a
historian to bear in the seamless weaving between salient episodes
of the Johns Committee history and relevant connections to the
national context. For example, she reinforces the discussion of the
committee's attack on the NAACP with information on responses to
Brown throughout the South. Her examination of the ·committee's
efforts to purge the school system of homosexuals is placed into
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the larger context of mid-century conceptions regarding sexuality.
Similarly, one learns about national battles over obscene literature,
concerns regarding teen culture, and the 1960s shift in civil
rights strategies, as information on the broader range of FLIC
investigations unfolds. The result is, at once, a solid history of the
Johns Committee and an accessible vehicle for understanding midtwentieth century American politics.
Braukman takes great care to underscore the point that
"Florida was not alone" regarding the action items in the Johns
Committee's agenda (112). This is evident not only from the
detailed writing that constitutes the main text; it surfaces, perhaps
more subtly, in the epigraphs for each chapter. The sources for
these framing comments range from the Georgia Board of Regents
to]. Edgar Hoover, with none, save Anita Bryant, speaking explicitly
to Florida.
Much as Braukman plumbs Florida history as a means for
understanding a broader ideological terrain, Communists and
Perverts Under the Palms appeals to a twofold audience. Some readers
will appreciate the book for the thorough picture it provides of the
Johns Committee, period. Scholars interested in civil rights history,
anti-communism, histories of sexuality and education will value
the clarity that emerges through a study of one frightful period of
state-sanctioned impositions. Braukman 's effort to gauge shifting
cultural currents under the palms enhances our knowledge of the
politics that followed in the wake of the Cold_War.
Karen Graves

Published by STARS, 2014

Denison University

13

Florida Historical Quarterly, Vol. 93 [2014], No. 1, Art. 6

JOHNS COMMITTEE

87

State of Defiance: Challengi,ng the Johns Committee's Assault on Civil
Liberties. By Judith G. Poucher. (Gainesville: University Press
of Florida, 2014. Preface, acknowledgements, illustrations,
appendix, notes, bibliography, index. Pp. xiv, 204. $24.95.)
The McCarthyite witch hunts of the Florida Legislative
Investigation Committee (FLIC) have attracted scholarly interest
for three decades. Frequently known as the Johns Committee due
to the central role that longtime state senator Charley E. Johns
had on shaping the FLIC's agenda, this interim committee of the
Florida legislature attempted to quash civil rights, curtail academic
freedom and civil liberties, and unearth "subversive" influences
between 1956 and 1965. Although other states conducted anticommunist investigations and many Southern states also sought to
connect the nascent civil rights movement to a larger conspiracy
directed by outside agitators, the Johns Committee's use of paid
informants to catch "sex deviants" and its obsession with targeting
gay, lesbian, and bisexual Floridians gave the FLIC a uniquely
perverted character.
Judith G. Poucher, a retired professor at Florida State College
in Jacksonville, has spent more than a decade reconstructing the
tactics used by the FLIC at different points in its existence. State
of Defiance focuses on five individuals, offering robust stories of
their earlier years, their tense maµients interacting with hostile
committee investigators during interrogations, and how each of
them moved beyond those difficult episodes. Rather than casting
these individuals as hopeless "victims" of the Johns Committee,
Poucher illustrates the way that each of these five helped to weaken
the committee.
Poucher's work comes as part of the third generation of
historiography on the Johns Committee. Most scholarly work
from the first two generations hailed from faculty and students
associated with the University of South Florida (USF). In the mid1980s, Steven F. Lawson-then a faculty member at USF's Tampa
campus-served as the major professor for Bonnie Stark's 1985
master's thesis. Lawson, who reviewed Poucher's manuscript, also
published an account of the committee in 1989. Neither Lawson
nor Starke had the benefit of accessing the records of the FLIC
in their research, since the legislature's lawyers deemed them
exempt from Florida's public records law. The second generation
of Johns Committee scholars, Stacy Braukman and the reviewer,
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both graduates of USF, had access to the approximately 30,000
pages ofFLIC documents that opened to public scrutiny onJuly 1,
1993. Judith Poucher and Karen Graves (And They Were Wonderful
Teachers: Florida 's Purge of Gay and Lesbian Teachers, Univ. of Illinois,
2009) represent two important researchers of the third generation,
integrating elements uncovered by scholars during the 1980s and
1990s, and adding new context in their publications.
Poucher's book examines the lives of Virgil Hawkins, Ruth
Perry, Sig Diettrich, G . G. Mock, and Margaret Fisher, emphasizing
their experiences with the Johns Committee. For those familiar
with the writings of Braukman, Lawson, Stark, and the reviewer,
the five "ordinary" people Poucher focuses on will be familiar
names. Whereas earlier historical treatments described the difficult
moments they faced before the Johns Committee's investigators
called their next witness and these five exited the stage, Poucher
has instead offered a narrative that keeps them in the center of
the stage as they encountered and resisted the committee. She
adds rich biographical information that shows their sources of
support, the strength of their resolve, and their ability to resist and
persevere.
Each of the five persons Poucher selected serves as a paradigm
for the history of the FLIC's investigations. An opening chapter
describes the Johns Committee's inception by examining how
Virgil Hawkins's desire to integrate the law school at the University
of Florida (UF) placed him on a collision course with Charley
Johns and other "Pork Chop" lawmakers who hoped to preserve
racial segregation. The second chapter details the February 1957
hearings that Senator Johns, FLIC counsel Mark Hawes, and
other committee members hoped would cast Hawkins as nothing
but a pawn used by NAACP lawyers. Poucher expertly showed
how Hawkins, despite a lack of formal legal training, frustrated
committee lawyers and helped to open the doors, allowing other
African Americans to integrate public institutions of higher
learning.
After introducing Ruth Perry in the second chapter as a white
librarian and officer of the Miami and state NAACP branches,
Poucher builds upon her previously published work on Perry in
the book's third chapter. More than a librarian who raised her
voice, Perry played an important role in building support for the
Miami chapter's membership, used print and broadcast media to
raise awareness of the struggle and committee investigations, and

Published by STARS, 2014

15

Florida Historical Quarterly, Vol. 93 [2014], No. 1, Art. 6

JOHNS COMMITTEE

89

protected NAACP membership records while facing incessant
threats from members of the White Citizens' Council. The
chapters on Sig Diettrich and G. G. Mock focus on gay and lesbian
investigations in academe and local bars and community gathering
places. Poucher reminds readers that Diettrich refused to name
suspected homosexuals even as his academic career of more
than a quarter-century at UF had ended. Mock's struggles as a
lesbian who tended bar in Tampa establishments with gay clientele
provided Poucher with an excellent transition from the UF police
who stalked Diettrich to the long list of corrupt and perverted
politicians, police officers, and judges in Tampa who expected
lesbians to perform sex acts in front of them or upon them in order
to avoid arrest. Margaret Fisher's appearance before the FLIC
symbolized USF's resistance.
Poucher's book adds new dimensions to the historiography
of the Johns Committee by focusing on five who thrived, not just
survived. Lawson's edits strengthened the narrative. While the
reviewer probably would have selected Charles Arnade, rather
than Fisher, because of his experience appearing before the FLIC
while at UF, Florida State University, and USF, Poucher's treatment
of Fisher in chapter six paints an accurate portrait of the growing
resistance to the committee by Florida's academic community.
Readers should remember, however, that an untold number of
those who faced the FLIC's wrath did not thrive . Poucher's work
describes five individuals' exceptional journeys, but others did not
fare as well.
James Anthony Schnur
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The Committee. Dir. and Prod. by Robert Cassanello and Lisa Mills.
2011. UCF's Regional Initiative for Collecting the History,
Experiences, and Stories of Central Florida. 30 mins. (http:/ I
ucfjcdocfilm.tumblr.com/)
The Johns Committee is not a household name, but it ought
to be, and the documentary film The Committee marks an important
step in that direction. Formally known as the Florida Legislative
Investigation Committee (FLIC), the Johns Committee was one
chapter in the larger story of how the segregationist white South
grappled with the profound changes that reshaped the region and
the nation in the decades after World War II. The Committee is a
welcome introduction to the committee's activities and a moving
reminder of the lives they touched, a cautionary tale about the perils
of political extremism, and ultimately a hopeful statement about
the trajectory of social change related to lesbian, gay, bisexual, and
transgender (LGBT) rights in this country.
The Johns Committee was created by the Florida legislature in
1956 to hamper the school desegregation efforts of the NAACP by
investigating the organization and its Florida branches for alleged
illegal activities and communist infiltration. It was one of several
such committees established by southern states after the Brown
decisions of 1954 and 1955. In Florida, the FLIC was met with
resistance and legal challenges, which limited its effectiveness if
not its dedication to the cause. In 1958, mired in court battles that
eventually reached the U.S. Supreme Court, and with conservative
state senator Charley Johns serving as chairman, the committee
found a new target in gay and lesbian university professors,
students, and public school teachers. Until its demise in 1965,
the Johns Committee would also take up the issues of indecent
literature, liberals in higher education, and student peace and civil
rights activism across the state.
The Committee focuses on the homosexual investigations by
weaving together the stories of two college students interrogated
by the committee and one investigator who assisted the committee
in Gainesville. They share their memories and reflections about
what happened, what it meant to them at the time, and what their
lives look like today. Using visually compelling archival film and
photographs and featuring several Florida historians who provide
valuable commentary and insights, the narrative is well constructed,
told from a powerful moral perspective and with a dramatic flair
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that never verges into the melodramatic-which, given the nature
of the committee's sometimes outrageous and constitutionally
dubious tactics, would have been easy to do.
The film sets the committee's story within the context of Cold
War crackdowns on communists and homosexuals. At the outset,
we see black and white footage of an empty college lecture hall
followed by Senator Joe McCarthy shouting into a microphone
to thunderous applause, "One communist on a faculty of one
university is one communist too many!" The documentary does an
effective job of explaining the regional attacks on the NAACP in
the wake of McCarthyism. It concludes in the present day, with a
glimpse into the life of a popular, openly gay teacher in Broward
County and a genuinely touching meeting between one of the
Johns Committee's victims and an investigator, more than fifty years
after the two had been on opposite sides of a tense and unsettling
interrogation.
These stories are at the heart of the film, and capture the
climate of paranoia and fear that the committee fostered. Chuck
Woods, a student at the University of Florida in the late 1950s,
heard a knock on his dorm room door one afternoon and was
escorted to the campus police station by officer John Tileston,
who had been enlisted by the Johns Committee to help root out
homosexuals from the faculty, staff, and student body. According
to Woods, Tileston told him, "We have information that you're
a homosexual. I said, 'You do? Where'd you get that from?' He
declined to tell me." He also recounted the investigator showing
him a letter from university president]. Wayne Reitz offering to
help him with his "problem," a level of administrative intrusiveness
that he described as "shocking." "Had I admitted to it, I would have
been kicked out of the University of Florida."
Ruth J ensen-Forbel was a sophomore at Florida State University
in 1964-1965 when FLIC investigators interrogated her for more
than fifteen hours in the basement of the administration building.
"All they wanted to know were the names of people. Did you
have relationships with other women on the campus? Did you see
anybody doing this or that? They would be pretty graphic in what
they said." She recalls that she answered no to all of their questions,
and that afterward, "I was afraid of everything." She stopped going
to classes, and eventually left the university.
For his part, Tileston has long maintained that he was a
grudging accomplice in the gay investigations and campus sting
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operations, and his recollections reveal a palpable ambivalence. "It
bothered me a great deal, to be talking to somebody that's a PhD,
and here we are, we caught this person in a restroom, or somebody
has told us they're gay, and this guy across from me, I'm going to
wreck this man's future, or this woman's future. Over this? It's not
worth it. But," he pauses, "you do what you gotta do."
The film was produced and directed by two professors at the
University of Central Florida, Robert Cassanello and Lisa Mills. It
originated with Cassanello's idea for a student project on the topic
of gay marriage as a civil rights issue. Beginning in the fall of 2011
he and Mills began working on it with their Honors Documentary
Workshop class, and they chose to focus on the Johns Committee
as a point of comparison with today's LGBT movements. It is aimed
at the general public and at raising awareness of this chapter in
Florida's history, and the filmmakers have been screening it at state
and regional film festivals. Butjust as important, the documentary
is intended for young people, particularly those in crisis over issues
of sexual and gender identity. "We wanted to do this film in the
spirit of 'It Gets Better,' so if there was a young questioning person,
he or she could watch this and get to meet two people whose lives
really did get better," Cassanello explains. The Committee succeeds
on all of those fronts, documenting an important and little-known
period in Florida history, tracing the impact of massive resistance
and cold war politics on individual lives, and illustrating how much
some things have changed. It deserves a wide ~udience.
Ruth Jensen-Forbel and Chuck Woods went on to enjoy
successful careers and fulfilling personal lives, and John Tileston
has made peace with his own past. The documentary closes with
Woods and Tileston drinking coffee and reminiscing at Tileston's
Flying Mullet Ranch in Alachua. "It was a horrible time." ''Yes, it
was shameful." Woods speaks in wonderment about the fact that he
not only survived the Johns Committee investigation but also later
became a faculty member at the University of Florida for forty-two
years. Tiles ton smiles. "Eat your heart out, Charley."
Stacy Braukman
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